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CHAPTER I
Identification of the Problem
Black English is a verbal communication system used
consistently by 80% of Americans of African ancestry,
especially when they are interacting together (Wofford,
1979).

About nineteen percent of Black English is

indistinguishable from Mainstream English (Wofford, 1979).
The study of Black English has been attributed to the fall
out from the 1960's Civil Rights movement and the Black
Power movement.

These movements asserted that Black people

have a legitimate culture and history and these factors
should play an important role in the development of African
Americans (Taylor, 1986).
African Americans have an inherent ability to switch
between the use of Black English and Mainstream English.
This natural ability is known as codeswitching (Smitherman,
1974).

Those speaking Black English understand the value

and societal importance of speaking Mainstream English
(Smitherman 1974).

C.D. Jones has found that code

switching occurs at an early age in the lives of African
American children.

Ninety percent of the Black third

graders he studied had the ability to switch when they were
in a environment in which they were the minority (Jones
1979).

Codeswitching is the way in which minorities

assimilate into mainstream culture.
Many causes of poor academic performance among
African-American students have been suggested in the past.
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This study, however, will focus on one potential cause—
teachers attitudes toward non-standard English (i.e. Black
English).

It is well recognized that important judgements

are made about a person on the basis of his or her speech
style (Harber, 1979).

There is evidence that non-standard

English is perceived negatively and marks the user as
inferior (Seymour, 1979).
It is documented that when users of Black English are
marked as inferior teachers automatically lower their
academic expectations.

Students with dialect differences

have been known to be seated far away from the teacher,
get called on less frequently, be given less time to
respond, receive more criticism, and get less praise for
correct answers (Bowie 5. Bond, 1994).

Also when students

use Black English, assumptions are made about their
socioeconomic backgrounds and the education of their
parents (Bowie $< Bond, 1994).
Problem Statement
Assuming that there is value to permitting the
continuance of various dialects, it is important for this
value to be understood by the classroom teacher.

If it is

not understood, teachers are likely to impose different
expectations on students using different dialects.
This could negatively affect student achievement.

Therefore,

teachers' attitudes towards students using Black English
could result in lower expectations of students which
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ultimately could affect achievement.
Purpose of Research
The purpose of this study is to identify teachers'
attitudes towards students who use Black English in the
classroom.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE
A language is the aspect of human behavior that
involves vocal communication.

It has historical origins and

is particular to a certain group of people.

A language is

further distinguished by its use of a system of signs and
symbols (Taylor, 1986).

The historical origins of Black

English are supported by various theories.

Black English

can be attributed to a British Isle influence resulting from
close contact between slaves, British overseers and traders
(Williamson & Thompson, 1984).

Through the years Black

English has become a vernacular language, developed and
maintained through generations of African Americans
(Walker, 1984).

Black English has developed outside the

paradigms of existing mainstream English.

However the

literature supports the fact that teachers often question
the legitimacy and viability of Black English (Johnson,
1970) .
Studies have revealed that a great number of teachers
view Black English as a "street slang" not a dialect or
living language (Bragdon, 1974).

According to Johnson

(1979) teachers support an effort to eliminate the use of
Black English completely in the classroom.

Others claim

that teachers need to recognize and build on the language
that the student already knows when he or she arrives in
school (Mckeag, 1974).

Even though teachers may question

the legitimacy of Black English, the courts have affirmed
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it.

A Federal Judge in Michigan's Eastern District Court

made a precedent-establishing ruling on the behalf of Black
English.

The 1979 Ann Arbor decision requires that teachers

and administrators provide programs responding to the
educational needs of Black English speaking students
(Bountress, 1987).

Teachers in Ann Arbor, MI. are required

to have in-service training in Black English (Bountress,
1987) .
When reviewing the literature one finds evidence
supporting the lowering of teacher expectations when the
student is a speaker of Black English (Cecil, 1986).

Many

educators believe that the nonstandard Black dialect
children speak impairs their cognitive development.
According to Johnson (1979) this speech is a reflection
of inadequate cognitive development of disadvantaged Black
children.
Cecil (1986) matched a set of Black children who spoke
Standard English and Black children who spoke Black English
together and taped them speaking.

She then randomly

assigned the tapes to fifty-two teachers.

The teachers were

ask to respond to questions about the students' anticipated
intelligence, overall academic achievement, and reading
ability.

The results indicated teacher expectations for

intelligence, ability in reading, and academic success was
lowered towards children with dialect different speech
(Cecil, 1986).

According to Bowie and Bond (1994), early
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studies of teachers toward Black English reveal that teachers
consider the Black English language system inferior to that
of middle-class Whites even though they have very little
knowledge about Black English (Bowie 5. Bond 1994).

When

determining teacher attitudes toward Black English, Jean
Harber (1979) found that prospective teachers, in their
final weeks of student teaching, believed reading and
comprehension course work would be more difficult for
students using Black English.

Other researchers agree that

the potential influence of a students speech on the
teacher's judgement of the student could be significant,
especially when one considers the frequency of
student-teacher interaction (Bowie & Bountress 1994).
There seems to be substantial evidence in the literature
pertaining to teacher judgement on students using Black
English.

The lowering of expectations toward students

using Black English is indisputable.
An assumption made about students using Black English
is that they are from economically disadvantaged homes and
they only encounter Standard English while at school
(Johnson, 1979).

A second assumption, supported by

the literature, is that students are simply lazy, sloppy,
and they just want to simplify the language.
have bad grammar (Harber, 1979).

In essence they

A final assumption
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supported by the literature assumes that Black students are
non-verbal.

As a result educators diagnose these students

with language deficits (Johnson, 1979).
The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) in
November of 1972 at the Committee of the Conference on
College Composition and Communication (CCCC) affirmed
students' right to their own language, the dialects of their
environment, or in whatever dialect they find their identity
(Smitherman, 1995).

Smitherman (1995) has found that

dialect plays little, if any, part in determining whether a
child will acquire the ability to speak or write using
Standard English.
When reviewing current literature concerning the issue
of Black English and teacher's attitudes towards its use in
the classroom research is scarce.

The nineties has turned

researchers attention to the need for a National Language
Policy, the purpose of which is to prepare everyone in the
United Sates for full participation in a multicultural
nation (Smitherman, 1995).

According to Nicholas Bountress

(1995), the new trend is to celebrate student's
language differences, while teaching them the value of
codeswitching.

He further believes that negative attitudes

towards cultural difference prevent teacher intervention
with the Black English speaking population.

Therefore the

result is that the teacher is not training the student to be
bidialectal (Bountress, 1995).

Mary Korgness (1995)

8
found that once she accepted the bilingualism of some of
her Black English speakers she was able to communicate
more effectively.
On further review of the literature one determines the
changing context of the debate over Black English.

Speakers

of Black English no longer fit the stereotypes established
in the sixties, seventies, and eighties.

Black English is

crossing demographics, socioeconomic levels, and color lines
(Champion & Bloom, 1995).

The implications of

this

directly affect teacher's perceptions and their existing
paradigms.

Wayne O'Neil (1990) captures the essence found

in current research by saying, "the nature of the educator's
task is clear enough - though the job is not an easy or a
pleasant one the gap between the two languages must be
closed.

Teacher's need to be aware of the need to teach

students the value of codeswitching."

If a teacher is not

going to value a student's natural language than the student
will resist the need to learn Standard English.
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CHAPTER III
Method
Sample
The subjects chosen for this study were 180 middleschool teachers.

These teachers are male and female,

both Black and White.

The subjects teach in three different

schools, seventh through ninth grade.

The urban, medium

sized school district is located in a midwestern city.
Approximately 30% of the students are Black; the remainder
are White.
Procedure
A cover letter was constructed to introduce the study
and its purpose.
letter.

A questionnaire was attached to the cover

Both were given to the subjects.

The survey

contained questions soliciting teachers opinions regarding
various aspects of Black English.
The instrument used a four-point rating scale.

The four

points represented on the scale were: strongly agree, agree,
strongly disagree, and disagree.

There was no option given

for undecided; the instrument was constructed such that the
respondents were forced to make a choice.

There were eleven

questions on the survey; each required a rating from the
respondent but six also required an explanation.

The second

part of the instrument required the respondents to identify
four words or phrases which described their impressions of
students who use Black English.
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The instrument was field tested on a small group of
teachers.

These teachers were from a district very similar

to that of the research group.

After the teachers reviewed

the instrument, their recommendations were used to determine
the instrument's final form.
Method of Analysis
Frequencies were determined for each question.

Open

ended responses on the questionnaire were sorted and
categorized under general headings for discussion.
Definition of Terms
Black English.

This term defines a form of English

dialect that is often spoken by African-Americans.

This

term is used to indicate its difference from Standard
English.
Standard English.

This term will refer to the

acceptable English dialect found in the middle class
majority population.
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CHAPTER IV
Results
One-hundred-and eighty surveys were administered and
fifty-seven were returned, a return rate of 31.7%.

If the

results are divided into two categories, collapsing "agree"
and "strongly agree" for one and "strongly disagree" and
"disagree" for the other, some clear differences of opinion
can be detected.

As indicated in Table 1, nearly 74% of

those surveyed either disagree or strongly disagree that
Black English is an acceptable language.

Slightly more

than 43% of the respondents agree or strongly agree that
teachers should receive inservice training to better
understand Black English, while 56% disagree or strongly
disagree that teachers need inservice training in Black
Engli sh.
Nearly 43% of the respondents agree or strongly agree
Black English should be permitted in the classroom.
However, most respondents (57.7%) disagree or strongly
disagree Black English should be permitted in the classroom.
Most respondents(64.8%) disagree or strongly disagree that
there is a need to develop new instructional materials when
teaching to students who speak Black English.

When asked if

an effort was made to individually interact with everyone in
class no matter what type of English spoken slightly over
96% of the respondents agree or strongly agree.
Around 75% of the respondents disagree or strongly
disagree that there are no socioeconomic differences between
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TABLE 1 Attitudes Toward Black English - Frequencies*
A
SA
n
n
N
Question
(%)
(%)

D
n
(%)

SD
n
(%)

9
(17)

17
(32.1)

22
(41.5)11

7
(12.3)

18
(31.6)

-A7
(29.8)

15
(26.3)

52

2
(3.8)

20
(38.5)

13
(25.0)

17
(32.7)

4. There is a need to
develop new instructional
materials in teaching to
students who speak Black English.

54

5
(9.3)

14
(25.9)

19
(35.2)

16
(29.6)

5. I make an effort to interact
individually with everyone in
class no matter what type of
English spoken.

55

40
(72.7)

13
(23.6)

0
(0)

6. There are no socioeconomic
differences between students
who speak Black English and
students who speak Standard
English.

53

5
(9.4)

8
(15.1)

23
(43.4)

17
(32.1)

7. There is no difference
in achievement between
students who speak Black
English and students Standard
English .

50

1
(2.0)

13
(26.0)

26
(52.0)

10
(20.0)

8. Students who speak Black
English and Standard English
are equally easy to understand.

55

2
(3.6)

11
(20.0)

26
(52.0)

16
(29.1)

9. Spelling and reading skills
are affected by the use of Black
English.

56

21
(38.0)

22
(39.0)

10
(18.0)

3
(5.0)

10. Discipline problems differ
between students who speak Black
English and students who speak
Standard Enqlish.

48

5
(10.4)

14
(29.2)

20
(41.7)

9
(18.7)

1. Black English should be
a acceptable language.

53

5
(9.4)

2. Teachers should receive
inservice training to better
understand Black English.

57

3. Black English should be
permitted in the classroom.

* (SA) Strongly Agree, (A) Agree, (D) Disagree, (SD) Strongly Disagree
Percents may not total 100 due to rounding.

H

2
(3.6)
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students who speak Standard English and those speaking Black
English.

Slightly less than 30% of the respondents agree or

strongly agree that there is no difference in academic
achievement between students who speak Black English and
students who speak Standard English.
Most respondents (81%) disagree or strongly disagree
that students speaking Black English and Standard English
are equally easy to understand.

Furthermore when asked if

spelling and reading skills are affected by the use of
Black English, 77% of the respondents indicated that they
agree or strongly Agree.

Nearly 40% of the respondents

agree or strongly agree that discipline problems differ
between students who speak Standard English and Black
English, while slightly over 60% of the respondents
disagree or strongly disagree.
The survey questions six through ten offered the
opportunity to reply freely to the questions (Table 2).
With respect to socioeconomic differences between students
who speak Black English and Standard English, 25 of the 34
respondents believe that those who speak Black English are
from low-income homes.

About nine said that their was no

socioeconomic difference between the two.
Analysis of explanations to the question, "There is no
difference in achievement between students who speak
Standard English and Black English," indicates that 23 of 31
respondents believe that students who speak Black
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Table 2 Respondents explanations.
Question

N

6. There are no socioeconomic
differences between students
who speak Black English and
students who speak Standard
Engli sh.

34

7. There is no difference
in achievement between
students who speak Black
English and students who
speak Standard English.

31

Responses

# of Given
Responses

Black English speakers
are from low income homes.

25

There is no economic
di fference.
Students who speak Black
are not academically
successful.

9
23

There is no academic
difference between those
speaking Black English
and Standard English.

6

The language on standardized
is culturally biased therefore
compromising test scores.
8. Students who speak Black
English and Standard English
are equally easy to understand.

31

Black English is difficult
to understand.

2

22

Black English is not
difficult to understand.

9. Spelling and reading skills
are affected by the use of
Black English.

29

Both languages have their
problems.

2

Use of Black English
negatively effects
spelling, grammar,
writing and reading.

24

Black English does not affect
spelling or reading.
10. Discipline problems differ
between students who speak
Black English students who
speak Standard English.

29

There is no difference.

5
18

Black English speakers are more
Aggressive and involved in more
conflicts.

9

Black English speakers have
less respect for authority.

1

Black English speakers have
more gang affiliations.

1
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English are not academically successful.

However, six

of the respondents see no academic differences between those
speaking Black English and those speaking Standard English.
Only two of the respondents believe that the language on
standardized test is culturally biased affecting the
achievement of students speaking Black English.
With respect to Black English and Standard English
being equally easy to understand, 22 of the 31 respondents
believe that Black English is difficult to understand.
Seven of those explaining their answers see no difficulty
in understanding Black English.

Only two respondents felt

that both languages present problems with understanding.
Most all the respondents, 24 of 29, believe that Black
English negatively affects spelling and reading.

They also

indicated in their responses that grammar is affected.

Only

five of the respondents believe that spelling and reading
are not affected by the use of Black English.
When asked if there is a difference in discipline
problems between those using Black English and Standard
English 18 of 27 respondents said that their is no
difference.

Only 11 of the 29 respondents believe students

speaking Black English are more aggressive, involved in more
conflicts, have less respect for authority, have no
discipline in place in the home, and have more gang
aff i1iations.
Question eleven offered the respondents an opportunity
to give words or phrases that describe their impressions of

Table

3 Question

eleven

Question
11. List four terms or
phrases which describe
your i m p r e s s i o n s of
s t u d e n t s wh o speak
B l a c k English.

r esponses.
posi t i v g
responses

negati ve
responses

b i c u 1tu ra 1 ( 1 )

p l e a s a n t ) 1)

r u d e (1 )

habi t (1)

i n v o l v e d (1)

o b n o x i o u s (1 )

soc i a 1(1)

i nve n t i v e (1 )

r e b e l l i o u s (1 )

s o u t h e r n (1)

h u m o r o u s (I )

i g n o r a n t (1)

street

crea t i v e (1)

l o s e r s (2))

ora 1(1)

a f r o c e n t r i c (9 )

slang

c o o l (1)

d e s c r i pt i v e (1)

unintelligent)I)

Neu t r a 1

s m a r t (1)

A c c e p t e d in
Black Community

l o u d ) 10)
(5)
lazy

Not e x c l u s i v e
B l a c k s (1)

(5)

(7)

of
p o o r (6)

I n f l u e n c e d by
rap m u s i c (1)

irritating
s t e r e o t y p e s (3)

People

oriented

(1 )
a g g r e s s i v e (2)

A s s e r t i n g their
righ t s ( 1 )

c h a l l e n g i n g ) 1)
belligerent(1 )
rac i s t

(5)

m i s u n d e r s t o o d (1)

gang related (3)
verb mis-usaqe(l)

Ch

Table

3 continued

nega t i ve
resp o n s e s
culturally

limited(3)

u n d e r a c h i e v e r s (3)
educationally

impaired(3)

lack d i c t i o n ( I )
u n s u c c e s s f u l (4)
d i s r e s p e c t f u l (3)
aggressive

(2)

d e f e n s i v e ( 1)
segregationsist(8)
c h a 1 leng i n g (1)
talk
bad

fast

(3)

a 11 i t u d e s (2)

uncooperative(I)
d u m b j ock s

(1)
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students who speak Black English (Table 3).

The responses

were sorted into three categories; neutral, positive, or
negative.

Over three-fourths of the 41 respondents view

speakers who use Black English negatively.

The most

frequent responses given said that Black English speakers
are loud (10), segregationist(8), and accepted in the Black
community(5).
Discussion
The outcomes of this study clearly suggests there is
considerable evidence supporting past research that
has found speakers of Black English are viewed negatively.
More than half the respondents indicated that academic
achievement is more difficult for Black English speakers.
The majority of the respondents also agree that spelling and
reading skills are affected by the use of Black English.
The large number of respondents indicating that academic
achievement is more difficult for Black English speakers is
consistent with the findings of Cecil's (1986) study.

It

was found teachers expectations for intelligence, overall
academic achievement, and ability in reading and spelling
towards Black English speakers was lower.
When asked to give impressions of students who use
Black English three-fourths of the respondents gave negative
responses.

However, when the respondents were asked if they

make an effort to interact with individuals in class no
matter what type of English spoken, most said yes.

Yet the
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majority of the respondents said they find it difficult to
understand Black English speakers.

They also agree that

Black English is not an acceptable language and should not
be permitted in the classroom.

These findings are consistent

with Johnson's (1979) claim that teachers are in favor of the
elimination of Black English in the classroom.

With regard

to Black English being difficult to understand, Bragdon (1974)
found that teachers view Black English as a slang and not a
legitimate language.

The findings of this research project

seem to be consistent with past research.
A substantial number of the respondents disagree that
teachers should receive inservice training to better
understand Black English or that instructional material
should be developed to accommodate Black English speakers.
This is consistent with the review of the literature.
However, with all of the attention multicultural education
is receiving it is surprising that negative attitudes toward
speakers of Black English have not changed in the last
three decades.

The responses may have been influenced by

the respondents own paradigms.
Slightly over one-half the respondents agree that
Black English speakers and Standard English speakers come
from homes of different socioeconomic levels.

Respondents

further support this contention in their responses to
question eleven; they say that speakers of Black English are
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poor, lazy, ignorant, culturally limited, unsuccessful, and
underachievers.

The majority of the respondents disagree

that discipline problems differ between students who speak
Black English and Standard English.

However, when the

respondents were asked to share impressions of students who
speak Black English, 10 out of 41 said that Black English
speakers are loud.

The majority of the responses to

question eleven were negative.
Some of the positive responses given to question eleven
were that

Black English speakers are involved, inventive,

humorous, creative, and descriptive.

Nine-of-fifteen

positive responses given were that Black English speakers
are afrocentric.

Several of the responses were classified

as neutral; they did not fall into a positive or negative
category.

A substantial number of the neutral responses

suggested that Black English is accepted in the Black
community.

Other neutral responses given describing

respondents impressions were that they are oral, cool,
social, southern, and influenced by rap music.

One of the

responses pointed out the fact that Black English is not
exclusive of the African- American community.
is consistent with current research.

This response

Bloom and Champion's

(1995) findings assert that Black English is now crossing
cultures.
The results of this study are very similar to the
findings reported in the review of the literature.

Overall

the subjects in this study were slightly more positive in
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their attitudes toward Black English.

This could be a

result of the change in education towards cultural
diversity.

22
CHAPTER V
Summary
Assuming that there is value to permitting the
continuance of various dialects, it is important for this
value to be understood by the classroom teacher.

If it is

not understood, teachers are likely to impose different
expectations on students using different dialects.
could negatively affect student achievement.

This

Therefore

teachers' attitudes towards students using Black English
could result in lower expectations of students which
ultimately could affect achievement.
A questionnaire was sent to 180 middle school teachers
to determine attitudes toward the use of Black English in
the classroom.

The survey contained 11 questions, ten

requiring Likert-Type response, six requiring explanations
and one asking for words or phrases to identify the
respondents impressions of students who use Black English.
Frequencies were figured for each question.

Open ended

responses were sorted and categorized under general headings
for discussions.

The majority of the respondents disagree

that Black English is an acceptable language and agree it
should not be permitted in the classroom.

The respondents

disagree inservice training and new instructional material
are needed to accommodate students who are Black English
speakers.

Most of the respondents agree or stongly agree

discipline is not affected by speech patterns.

An

overwhelming number of the respondents agree that academic
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achievement, spelling, grammar, writing skills, and
reading are negatively affected by Black English.

However,

nearly all respondents indicate that they interact
with all of their students no matter how they speak.
Conclusion
The responses indicate that in spite of decades of
research supporting the legitimacy of Black English;
attitudes toward Black English are still negative.

This

perception could negatively affect teacher attitudes,
eventually lowering teacher expectations, and ultimately
affecting achievement.

Even though most teachers deny

that they make judgements pertaining to Black English
speakers, the research shows differently.
With the current emphasis on cultural differences, inservice training could bring about positive changes in
teacher attitudes.

Exposure to the historical origins of

Black English could positively affect teacher attitudes.
A working knowledge of Black English and its importance
to its speakers could help teachers teach codeswitching
skills.
Recommendations
The research project could have been enhanced by
collecting demographic information along with content
information.

The results then could have been categorized

by various respondent characteristics.

Classifying the
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respondents by age would show a comparison and contrast
based upon number of years teaching, generation gap, and
sensitivity to cultural diversity (a contemporary concept).
It would be interesting to divide the respondents into
categories by race.

The survey could have determined if

Blacks or other minorities were more tolerant of Black
English speakers than are their White colleagues.

It

could have determined if this issue is one related to
race.

Identifying the respondents' gender could have

shown if women were more tolerant than men toward Black
English speakers or

vice versa.

The responses could have been figured based on the
respondents content area and grade level.

Some disciplines

require more writing and verbal involvement, such as
English.

Other disciplines like math have a universal

language and require the student to use discipline
appropriate vocabulary.

Grade levels could have been

measured to determine the difference between the
middle student (6-8) and the secondary student who is
becoming more serious about the future.
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To: George Washington Certificated Personnel
Garfield Certificated Personnel
Wilson Certificated Personnel
Dear Colleagues;
Your help is greatly needed in an effort to survey middle
school teachers regarding students who use non-standard
forms of English in the classroom. This study specifically
addresses Black English.
In an attempt to fulfill the requirements for a Masters
Degree I am studying teacher's attitudes toward the use of
Black English in the classroom.
I am particularly
interested in obtaining your response because of your
experience in teaching students that exhibit this brand of
English. I have enclosed the following questionnaire which
I am asking you to complete and return to me (Joan Dunk, at
Garfield, Office at Wilson) by March 22, 1996.
I assure you that the respondents will remain anonymous and
all responses will be confidential. This should allow you
the opportunity to complete the survey. This survey is
essential to the fullfilment of my research. Therefore your
help is greatly appreciated.
Sincerely,

Yenetta B. Harper
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Survey
The Use of Black English

Please complete by circling the response that most closely
reflects your own feeling.
Strongly Agree(SA)
Disagree(SD)

Agree(A)

Disagree(D) Strongly

SD

1.

Black English should be an
acceptable language.

SA

2.

Teachers should receive inservice training to better
understand Black English.

SA

3.

Black English should be
permitted in the
classroom.

SA

SD

There is a need to develop
new instructional materials
in teaching to students who
speak Black English.

SA

SD

I make an effort to interact
individually with everyone in
class no matter what type of
English spoken.

SA

SD

There are no socioeconomic
differences between students who
speak Black English and students
who speak Standard English.

SA

SD

5.

Explain your response.

D

SD

7.

There is no difference in
achievement between students
who speak Black English and
students who speak Standard English.

SA

A

D

28
SD

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

Explain your response.

8.

Students speaking Black
English and Standard English
are egually easy to understand.
Explain your response.

9.

Spelling and reading skills
are affected by the use of
Black English.
Explain your response.

10. Discipline problems differ
between students who speak
Black English and students
who speak Standard English.
Explain your response.

11. List four terms or phrases which describe your
impressions of students who speak Black English.
1.
2.
3.
4.
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